Several isoforms of crotoxin are present in individual venoms from the South American rattlesnake Crotalus durissus terrificus.
Crotalus durissus terrificus venoms collected either from individual snakes or from a large number of animals (more than 30) have been fractionated by high performance liquid chromatography on gel-filtration and ion exchange columns. The chromatographic patterns obtained with individual venom samples indicated that each Crotalus durissus terrificus snake synthesizes five to ten different crotoxin isoforms in widely variable relative proportions. Furthermore, the heterogeneity of venom samples collected from a large number of snakes did not appear significantly larger than that observed with venoms obtained from individual snakes. The comparison of the chromatographic patterns that we obtained with the various (individual and pooled) venoms allowed us to identify about 15 crotoxin isoforms, which may result from the expression of isogenes, since two amino acid variants have been reported to occur at several positions in the sequence of crotoxin component B. These observations confirm the existence of numerous molecular isoforms of crotoxin and suggest that an individual Crotalus durissus terrificus snake possesses several genes coding for the various crotoxin isoforms. The heterogeneity of venom samples collected from a large number of animals is explained, in a large measure, by the complexity of the venom obtained from the individual snakes.